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+ECUTIVE SUMMARY

The existence of a national style of warfare, an American Way of War, has been used
to characterize the fundamental elements of American military strategy. The traditional
American military style uses the vast economic and technology base of the U.S. to grind
down opponents with firepower and mass. Qur style is built around our robust economic
production capacity, technological capabili .. ahundance of resources. The American
Way of War has become a convenient and usefu description to characterize our unique
approach to warfare, an approach that reflects the collective history, attitudes, and political
culture of the American experience. In 1991, the rebuilt armed forces of the United States
demonstrated which nation was the world’s foremost military power in a most convincing
manner. To those who had advocated an American Way of War, as the n«tural and
unchangeable exposition of our strategic culture, Operation Desert Storm stood as
vindication. During his tenure as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Cotin
Powell became the proponent for a strategic framework to guide the consideration of how
military force should be used to support national policy objectives. His framework was
reflected in the Chairman’s National Miliary Strategy published in early 1992 after Desert
Storm under a concept titled "Decisive Force." Decisive Force, in shorthand, means
assembling the necessary forces and overwhelming an opponent swiftly and decisively.

The purpose of this project is to trace the development and evaluate the merits of a "New
American Way of War" embodied in the Decisive Force concept. Military attitudes and
lessons about the utility of force drawn from four different conflicts were examined. The
four conflicts include Vietnam; the U.S. intervention in Lebanon 1982-1984; the invasion
of Panama in 1989; and; the Persian Gulf Conflict, 1991.

The examination of each conflict was made using a four-stage assessment regarding
military perceptions, attitudes, or lessons learned. The four elements of the assessment




include; thevobjectivu of each case; how force was used or limited; the relationships
between policy makers and military leaders during the planning and conduct of the conflict;
and finally, the degree of popular support for each intervention.
The following questions have been used to frame the project:
-What is the principle of Decisive Force?
-What historical experiences lie under the principle?
-Is it consistent with our strategic culture?

-What are the advantages and disadvantages of Decisive Force in both strategic and
operational terms?

The project has three theses. The first concerns the existence of a New American Way
of War, which reflects subtle changes from the traditional description made famous by
Professor Russell Weigley in his seminal The American Way of War. The second thesis
concemns how the military came to the conclusions that shifted the operating code that
functioned from the Civil War through World War II. The lessons learned from these
conflicts are at best oversimplified. ‘At worst they are erroneous. The third thesis involves
the preseat status of civil-military relations in this country. The thesis, simply stated, is that
the relationship is in a state of subliminal crisis in the United States.

Based on the study effort, the following conclusions have been drawn:

1. Decisive Force is derived from the military’s perceived lessons learned from the
past two decades, particularly Vietnam, Lebanon, and Desert Storm. While the lessons are
not altogether accurate, they have served to focus attention on the principal considerations
to be evaluated before employing violent force.

2. Decisive Force is consistent with our strategic culture and the American Way of
War. While it appears well matched to the military’s operational preference, it also reflects
the limits of our political culture. In particular, it reflects the need to maintain popular

iv




support and preclude casualties endemic to the American political culture.

3. Decisive Force is a very useful declaratory policy and enhances the use of military
force as an instrument of diplomacy. Decisive Force as a national strategic concept supports
deterrence, defense, decisive influence and diplomacy. The military does not like limited
warfare or the use of military force as a bargaining tool, or a substitute for diplomacy,
unless the ramifications have been thought out thoroughly.

4. Decisive Force, while stated as an overarching strategic concept, is not universally
applicable across the conflict spectrum. Itisapplicapletoalnmallusesof force for violent
means. Some situations, such as counterinsurgency, may require greater restraint and
persistence, and less violence.

5. Decisive Force does not represent a direct challenge to effective civil-military
relations. It does represent the considered judgment of the military about how combat forces
should be employed, which must be noted.

The decision to use force is a critical matter for any state. Military leaders make a
major contribution to these decisions. Their professional advice is a crucial element of the
policy decision making process. This expert input is founded on a number of their own
attitudes and lessons from earlier conflicts. The lessons of these experiences, often
subjectively drawn, are now buried into the institutional sub-conscious of the Armed Forces,
for better or worse. These attitudes and lessons should be understood by those involved in
making policy decisions. How these attitudes mesh with our strategic culture and the
demands placed on the U.S. in the post-Cold War environment is crucial if effective civil-
military relations are to be maintained in the years ahead. Such relationships produce
effective strategies that best correspond to the desired ends of policy. Poorly balanced
relations seriously impair the alloy of military and policy perspectives that produce effective




PREFACE

For the past twenty years, ever since the last helicopter ignominiously left the rooftop
of the American Embassy in Saigon, our country has debated how to use military force to
serve the Nation’s best interests. This issue remains unanswered today. Despite a rich
legacy of examples to draw from, our reluctance to conduct critical strategic studies limits
our grasp of the problem and a deeper understanding of our own history.

In the immediate aftermath of Vietnam, there was a deeply emotional debate about the
political, social, and moral aspects of the war. Many serving military officers participated
in this debate, but the military as an institution pushed the memories of the Central
Highlands and the Mekong Delta out of its consciousness. Instead the Armed Forces
focused therapeutically on the threat the Soviet Union posed in Europe. Over time, the
“lessons” of Vietnam passed implicitly into the military culture; into its doctrine, training
and education, and thought process. The collective conclusion can be reduced to the
simplistic cry of "No More Vietnams."

Most observers agree that Vietnam was lost at the political and strategic level of war.
The existence of a national style of warfare, an American Way of War, was raised as a
fundamental and immutable element of American strategy. The American Way of War is
built around a strategy that employs the vast economic and technology base of the U.S. to
grind down opponents with firepower and mass. Our style is built around around
economic production capacity and resources. Because of its costs, this style is predicated
upon national mobilization and national commitment. This national style reflects both our
comparative advantages and the limits of a democratic government.

The American Way of War has become a convenient and useful description to
characterize our unique approach to warfare, an approach that reflects the collective




history, attitudes, geography, and political culture of the American experience. It is
admittedly somewhat of an overgeneralization, but it is a useful one. National styles do
exist, and their study serves a valid analytical and practical purpose.

Regrettably, Vietnam was a scenario that did not match our national style. Yet many
would argue that the American Way of War reflects the strategic culture of the United
States, and that policy aims and strategies must be crafted consistent with this distinctive
fundamental style or face the calamity of another Vietnam.

In the early 1980’s this debate was renewed as the Reagan Administration sought to
cast off the malaise of the 1970’s and the reticence of the "Vietnam Syndrome.® This
condition supposedly restrained America from asserting itself as a global power. The
Reagan Administration sought to "draw a line" against the Soviet Union somewhere,
anywhere. Eventually, U.S. military forces were introduced into Latin America and in
the Middle East. The tragedy of the Marine barracks bombing in October 1983
resurfaced the great debate of when, why, and how U.S. military might should be
applied. Ultimately, a formula was generated by the Defense Department, and advocated
aggressively by then-Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger in 1984,

This formula was phrased in a series of criteria that restricted the use of military
forces to those situations where vital interests were at stake, where all other means had
failed, where public support from Congress and the American people was assured, and
with the wholehearted intent of winning. This set of guidelines, which eventually became
known as the Weinberger Doctrine, was widely accepted in the military. It was castigated
by some observers, including then-Secretary of State George Shultz, as utterly
unreasonable and inconsistent with the country’s standing as a world power.

In 1991, the rebuilt armed forces of the United States demonstrated which nation
reigned supreme as the world’s foremost military power in a most convincing manner.
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The stunning victory over Saddam Hussein seemed to finally bury the haunting memories
and painful lessons of Vietnam. To those who had advocated an American Way of War,
as the natural and unchangeable exposition of our national and strategic culture,
Operation Desert Storm stood as vindication.

During his tenure as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Colin Powell
became the proponent for another strategic framework to guide the consideration of how
military force should be used to support national policy objectives. General Powell
brought a unique perspective to this task: a veteran of Vietnam, an Executive Assistant to
Mr. Weinberger during the Beirut deployment, and a former National Security Advisor.
His framework was reflected in the Chairman’s National Miliary Strategy published in
early 1992 in the warm afterglow of Desert Storm under a concept titled “Decisive
Force." Decisive Force, in shorthand, means assembling the necessary forces and
overwhelming an opponent swiftly and decisively. The concept was explained further,
and better, in a series of speeches and articles in late 1992.

Purpose and Scope

The purpose of this project is to trace the development and evaluate the merits of a
*New American Way of War" embodied in the Decisive Force concept. Military attitudes
and lessons about the utility of force drawn from four different conflicts will be examined.
The four examples include:

- Vietnam;
- The U.S. intervention in Lebanon 1982-1984;

- The invasion of Panama in 1989; and
- The Persian Gulf Conflict, 1991.

The examination of each conflict will include a four-stage assessment regarding
military perceptions, attitudes, or lessons learned. The four elements of the assessment

include; the objectives of each case; how force was used or limited; the relationships




between policy makers and military leaders during the planning and conduct of the
conflict; and finally, the degree of popular support for each intervention.

The focus of this effort is not to discern the correct “lessons” of each conflict from a
policy or strategic perspective. The focus is on what the U.S. military absorbed from
each conflict, and the pattern of these lessons over the course of two decades. The
research effort will highlight both the existence and limitations of a body of thought within
the military about the use of force.

The following questions have been used to frame the project:

-What is the principle of Decisive Force?

-What historical experiences lie under the principle?
-Is it consistent with our strategic culture?

-What are the advantages and disadvantages of Decisive Force in both strategic and
operational terms?

Ultimately, this research paper will explore the existence and limitations of a New
American Way of War. A chief concern in this endeavor is to establish and examine
attitudes extant in the U.S. military about the conditions necessary for the successful
employment of violent means in the service of the State. Over the last generation, the
country has moved towards a better understanding of exactly what it means to use military
force. This has been a long journey. In many respects we are at an historic intersection
about the use of military as an instrument of national power today. Tragic incidents in
Somalia during the course of this project, and the debate about potential American

intervention in Bosnia, bely any positive conclusions at this point.




Theses

This project has three theses. The first concerns the existence of a New American
Way of War, which reflects subtle changes from the traditional description made famous
by Professor Russell Weigley in hix seminal The American Way of War. Implicit to the
definition of a national style of warfare is the delineation of cultural attributes and
attitudes that constitute the preferred operational codes and methods of any given culture.
The American military culture has been predisposed towards large and offensive methods
of warfare, and has evidenced a lack of political dexterity in the conduct of military
operations. A national style also implies a prescriptive manner to warfare. In this
century, other countries have had serious problems resulting from fixed offensive
doctrines ostensibly tied to strategic or operational paradigms. Fixed doctrines or
prescriptive styles are not a useful guide to policy makers because inflexible approaches
seldom satisfy the myriad complex situations faced in foreign affairs.

The second thesis concerns how the military came to the conclusions that shifted the
operating code that functioned from the Civil War through WW II. Vietnam initiated the
change, and subsequent conflicts in Lebanon, Panama, and Kuwait have locked in changes
in the manner in which the American military views the employment of the military .
instrument to serve policy goals. The lessons learned from these conflicts are at best
ovemmpliﬂed At worst they are erroneous.

The third thesis involves the present status of civil-military relations in this country.
My thesis, simply stated, is that the relationship is in a state of subliminal crisis in the

United States. Civil-military relations have not had the degree of study and care that they




should get. The necessary involvement of military leaders in the political aspects of
decision making has drawbacks, and the increasingly narrow perspective about the utility
of force in the U.S. military exacerbates a precarious problem.

Summary

The decision to use force is a critical matter for any state. Military leaders make a
major contribution to these decisions. Their professional advice is a crucial element of the
policy decision making pr ‘ess. This expert input is founded on a number of their own
attitudes and lessons from earlier conflicts. The lessons of these experiences are now
buried into the institutional sub-conscious of the Armed Forces, for better or worse.

These attitudes and lessons should be understood by those involved in making policy
decisions. How these attitudes mesh with our strategic culture and the demands placed on
the U.S. in the post-Cold War environment is crucial if effective civil-military relations
are to be maintained in the years ahead. Such relationships produce effective strategies
that best correspond to the desired ends of policy.

What Ernest May once called the "ultimate decision,” the decision to use force to
resolve conflict, is an act that defines a nation. No other decision raises so many factors
and questions, or puts so much treasure and blood at risk. There is no greater measure of
national leadership, on the part of politicians and military leaders, than the issue of war.
Ultimately, this project seeks to contribute to ensuring that this decision is made wisely
and well.




CHAPTER 1
THE AMERICAN WAY OF WAR

The "American Way of War® used in this project is somewhat different and more
narrowly constructed than the phrase made popular by the eminent American historian Russell
Weigley.! Recent scholarship underscores the conclusion that culture is the prime
determinant in how societies approach the nature of warfare.? The study of strategic
culture, representing the nexus of many attitudes, beliefs, and values, is now a recognized
ax;ea of strategic study. The strategic culture of the United States is the combination of both
U.S. socio-political culture and our military sub-culture. Strategic culture and its attitudes
shape and drive the basic beliefs of social institutions including branches of the government
and the Armed Forces. These beliefs and behaviors constitute our national approach to war
as a rational instrument of policy.’

Instead of a broad definition of a strategic culture comprising the geopolitical
eavironment, political, social, economic, and military elements and ideology of the United
States, the "American Way of War® employed in the following project addresses the
military’s orientation and preferred operational style. Dr. Weigley aptly described this style
as it evolved from the American Civil War through the world wars of the Twentieth Century.
The U.S. military shows a marked predisposition for strategic offensives supported by full
national mobilization, employing the economic and technological assets of the nation, to bring
to bear a preponderance of power in the most direct and decisive manner possible.

Strategic culture does not necessarily move institutions in the same direction. A frequent
assumption is the U.S. military’s culture is directly derived from or responsive to the society

it represents. However, a brief review of history shows there are elements of contrast




between the two.* It may be more accurate to describe the military as a subset of a given
society. Thus, the military reflects the culture and population, but it is not a perfect
reflection.

A corollary of this definition is that cultures are not necessarily perfect or correct. They
are neither accurate or incorrect, they exist as the learned, however imperfectly, distillation
of experience. They are shaped by geopolitics, history, and myths. The most significant
influences in the military culture are lessons drawn from the cauldron of war.

Culture also generates normative values and operational codes passed on to new members
through socialization and education. Military cultures have effective socialization processes
such as professional schools and doctrine. The value systems inherent to cultures organize
and filter information and may lead to preformatted or preconditioned responses. They also
lead to predispositions about what is acceptable or not acceptable. Strategic culture can be
*an indispensable but subjective guide” to the interpretation of facts, and the organization of
choices, but it can be "the product of ambiguous sources, potentially a source of prejudice
and self-deception. "’

During periods of great pressures and tensions, such as those experienced by democratic
governments in crisis situations, cultural differences between the political and military
cultures come into play. The interchange is usually tense, and sometimes disruptive. What
one element of the culture views as acceptable or desirable is not necessarily acceptable to
the other. Successfully integrating the different perspectives, or resolving the "dichotomy
between the demands of policy and the dictates of the battlefield" is an inescapable problem




of armed conflict.® Strategic cultures that contain wildly divergent attitudes beiween policy
makers and strategists contain fault lines that can be fatal.

While conflict is inherent, there are rules and bounds accepted by both sides for the
proper exchange of views in a democratic society. In our society these rules are structurally
institutionalized in our form of government, and in the laws legislating the organization and
functions of the Armed Services. However, as in all social organizations, substantial
interaction occurs in the form of internal and bureaucratic politics.” In the U.S., the
interchange between political and military considerations comes under the area of civil-
military relations.

The interaction known as civil-military relations is the testing ground of "strategic
acceptability” for the selection of policy aims and the use of military force. As Clausewitz
forewarned, "purely military” viewpoints are not useful in this discourse, for politics is the
controlling factor and the source of logic. Military actions are rarely executed without
considering “the distraction of politics" and ensuring that strategic options pass muster with
the political culture. Viewed in this manner, strategic culture is the domestic "equivalent of
battlefield friction that erodes the cold rationality of the strategic process."® Some strategic
cultures contain more friction than others.

In sum, strategic culture is the resulting confluence of political, social and military
viewpoints. The exchange can cause sparks of friction, as well as sparks of inspiration.
Cultures reflect deeply rooted beliefs that drive institutional preferences and perspectives.

Such preferences and perspectives have great impact during the flux of emotions and options




present during major policy decisions. There may be no more important policy decision than
the decision to wage war.

We need to be aware of the influence culture plays when studying history and analyzing
the actions taken by policy makers. Likewise, future decision makers and military
professionals must be aware of the influence of strategic culture in national security problems.
Our political and military cultures do not bring the same interests or influences to the table.
Their interests and influences are not homogenous, but the final product must integrate
conflicting values inherent in the strategic culture to produce a successful strategy. Thus, in
the words of one group of strategists

Americans must...always be conscious of those distinct aspects of their strategic

culture that both provide the undergirding strength of their policies and strategies

and bias their perspectives of what is and of what is possible. Wise statecraft

requires not only that external policies be shaped in terms of fundamental national

character but that national predispositions be so understood as to allow
compensation for the defects inherent in that character.’

Accordingly, a primary purpose of this study is to explore the experiences and hidden
assumptions behind changes in American military strategy over the past two decades, to
assess the validity of the perspectives and conclusions drawn by the military, and to come
closer to fully understanding both the defects and strengths of our strategic culture.

American Political Culture

Our political culture is essentially bounded by the unique form of democracy perfected
by the Founding Fathers two centuries ago. Ours is a liberal and pluralistic social order.
It represents a sharing and distribution of competitive power centers, with an abhorrence of
a centralized or overly strong source of power. This has generated a slight tinge of suspicion
to large military institutions or military influence in politics.
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Ours is an idealistic society, in many ways naive at best, or poorly informed at the other
extreme, about the ways of the world. In many ways we are self-centered and chauvinistic
about our values and political institutions. We are prone towards "mirror imaging® and
overlooking key differences from the enemy’s point of view.! We like to export our values
and social systems, as well as economic mechanisms, for emulation throughout the world.
When challenged we prefer lofty goals and moral crusades to galvanize our collective efforts
towards a common objective.!! We sometimes let idealism run to moralism in our external
affairs.

Our political culture is heavily influenced by several social attitudes endemic to America.
One major attitude is the American problem solving orientation which is both pragmatic and
relatively focused on short term fixes. We are an impatient people used to ready access to
drive-through windows and guaranteed 30-minute pizzas. Our impatience to get things done
is supported by our wealthy economic position and our capacity for innovation and
technology. |

Our naivete and problem solving habits combine to create a "can do” attitude about
challenges. This is reinforced by an activist orientation and our emphasis on rationalism.
We do not accept intractability-—-all problems have solutions. Our sense of activism is
balanced by our disinterest in foreign entanglements, and suspicions about international affairs
that do not directly affect us.

Another element about American culture is the manner in which our society looks at war.

War is viewed as an aberration, and not as a normal or frequent occurrence in international




relations. This is a product of our ahistoricism and our collective inability to see things the
way other cultures and societies see them.”

Thucydides was probably the first to point out that the nature of democracies created
great tensions during the conduct of foreign affairs, particularly during wars. The most
distinguished of commentators on the nature of democracy in America also pointed that
democracies were inferior when it came to the design and execution of foreign policy. They
find it hard to develop a plan and stick to it in the face of strife and internal debate. In de
Tocqueville’s words

It is especially in the conduct of foreign relations that democracies appear to be

decidedly inferior to other governments,...A democracy can only with great

difficulty regulate the details of an important undertaking, persevere in a fixed
design, and work out its execution in spite of serious obstacles. It cannot combine

its measures with secrecy or await their consequences with patience.”

De Tocqueville was critical about democracies in terms of their external relations, and
believed they tended to follow their feelings instead of rational calculations. He also knew
the strengths of a popular government based on the power in the people when he
acknowledged that “democracy does not provide a people with the most skiliful of
governments,” but properly aroused it can generate "a restless activity, superabundant force,
and energy never found elsewhere.”!

Popular support is normally considered a constraining factor in our political culture. One
of the greatest paradoxes for democracies is that the cold rational, and often secretive, nature
of diplomacy and foreign relations is not consistent with generating the necessary amount of
public support for a given policy. Hans Morgenthau has noted that a democratic government

has two tasks: pursue policy objectives effectively and secure approval for the policies.




However, the conditions for generating public support are not necessarily identical or
conducive to achieving a given policy objective.’® Yet, eventually all efforts will fail
without the consent of the governed to any activity conducted in their name that the majority
comes to believe is not conducive to their interests. This paradox is most acute during
protracted conflicts that require sacrifice or heavy costs.

The challenge for democratic leaders in our strategic culture is to create and sustain
public support for policies that are in the long term national interest, especially when such
policy aims are not apparent on their face value. In Edmund Burke’s harsh terms, leaders
exist to maintain and serve the interests of the people and must "be a pillar of the state, and
not a weathercock.*!® This is a demanding obstacle in a diverse culture, with many
competing interest groups. This challenge is one that several of our leaders have met
successfully while others have failed to "prepare the battlefield" on the domestic front.

American Military Culture

The culture of the American military maintains deeply held convictions and "myths.""’
In some ways the military culture is not completely representative of society. As noted
carlier, its reflection is not a perfect representation. This distinction has become more clear
now that we have implemented an all volunteer force in place of conscription. The military’s
social and power structure is not egalitarian or pluralistic, but hierarchial and heavily biased
towards a conservative realism.”* As a social order, the military stresses the group over
individualism. Elements of commonality within the strategic culture include a bias for action,

an emphasis on technology, and a pragmatic approach to getting results.
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Like the rest of the country, the American military is an impatient culture. Furthermore,
our country has provided the resources and technology to apply decisive force for quick
results. We prefer to overwhelm our opponents with mass and firepower. Our society has

had a comparative advantage in resources to give us the wherewithal to do so. We are
frustrated when political constraints or a lack of trust from civilians results in limitations on
the use of force best suited to our technological and economic strengths.

Limited wars, while not preferred, are a frequent occurrence. We have had a long legacy
of experience in such conflicts going back to the American Revolution, the Indian Wars, and
various incursions in Mexico, the Philippines, and Central and Latin America.” But our
cultural orientation is towards large scale, production line, conventional warfare. Some find
this bias reduces the utility of the U.S. military in lesser contingencies where force or the
threat of force could be used as a preventive option or low cost problem solver.?

The U.S. military sees force more as a tool of last resort, rather than an aberration. The
military recognizes the inherent risks and costs associated with its application. When politics
and diplomacy fail, other instruments such as economic sanctions should be tested and found
wanting before "the dogs of war® are unleashed. The military has internalized the basic truth
that military power is a blunt instrument, whose utilization cannot be entircly predicted or
controlled with any degree of precision. Opening “Pandora’s box" creates risks and a
dynamic all its own.

There are three major elements within the American military culture that are relevant to
the intended focus of this study.? All three elements raise conflicts within the strategic




culture, and contain both myths and contradictions with each other. These inc' ide the central
themes of:
a. Autonomy-Professionalism
b. Apoliticism—-Separation of Politics and Military Power
c. Absolutism--Strategic Conception of Victory
Autonomy and Professionalism

An especially vital element of American military culture is found in its adherence to a
strong sense of professionalism. The professional ethic originated late in the 18th Century
after the Civil War and developed continuously until World War I1.2 Harvard’s Samuel
Huntington has delineated three distinct characteristics of professionalism within the American
military; its specific expertise, its corporateness, and its sense of social responsibility.?

Expertise is the first element of military professionalism. Warfare is viewed as a
complicated matter involving multi-disciplinary skills, special training and technical
knowledge. Like most professions, entry to the profession is barred by society which
mandates special qualifications and obligations to those commissioned into service.

The second aspect of professionalism involves the corporate nature of military life,
particularly the officer corps. Like other professions, the military generates a degree of
organizational and professional commitment which results in a strong identification with the
profession. This is reinforced by the nature of military life, its work routines, social life, and
deployments. It is further reinforced by professional military associations and other forms
of socialization.




